Summary: This article analyzes one of the roots of contemporary online participatory writing practices within the literary field, focusing on an object that had its theo
Introduction
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, which first recorded its existence in 1993, a hypertext is a "text which does not form a single sequence and which may be read in various orders", providing "text and graphics [...] interconnected in such a way that a reader of the material (as displayed at a computer terminal, etc.) can discontinue reading one document at certain points in order to consult other related matter" (Simpson and Weiner, 1993) . Digital hypertexts had been first developed in the second half of the sixties; it was only in 1987, however, that they gained public attention when Apple decided to install on its computers free hypertextual software, called Hypercard. In the same year the Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) held the first conference entirely dedicated to hypertext and hypermedia (AAVV, 1989) .
In the following years hypertexts became very fashionable, to the point that Norman Meyrowitz's 2 (1989) speech at that ACM conference debunked its rhetoric as he wondered whether hypertext would "reduce cholesterol, too". Hypertexts were not only fashionable, however: they were one of the most successful areas of experimentation in computer sciences and their associative structure was extremely influential in the developing of the world wide web at the beginnings of the nineties. In 1999 the website of the 10th ACM Conference on hypertext and hypermedia was opened by this statement: "much has changed in this field since the first workshop in 1987. Most notably, the WWW became a de-facto standard and brought the notion of hypertext to millions of users" (http://www.kom.e-technik.tu-darmstadt.de/%7Eht99/). This statement is the best acknowledgment of the hypertext success; paradoxically, it also acknowledges the fact that hypertext, as such, had become obsolete, collapsing under the success of the hypertextual structure of world wide web.
Nowadays, hypertexts may be little more then a curiosity for media archaeologists, but going back to that debate, with all its hype and rhetoric, can still be of some interest not only for those interested in the development of digital literature but also for scholars investigating, more broadly technological mediated practices of participation. From 1987 to the mid-nineties, hypertexts become an interdisciplinary crossroads, connecting people interested in humancomputer interaction, social informatics, literary theory and the arts. Hypertext 35-54 © 2014 CDC and author(s) theory (a mix of informatics, history of textual forms and reading practices, semiotics and post-structuralism, feminist theory, etc.) was indeed one of the main fields where people started to reflect on what happens when author/text/ reader interaction meets interactivity. Moreover, relying on a series of different circumstances (circumstances that we will address later on), hypertext was "shaped" by hypertext theory as a participatory tool useful for subverting the dominant cultural paradigm.
Starting from a social shaping of technology (SST) approach, this essay will investigate the construction of hypertext as a participatory "cultural object" -i.e. a shared significance embodied in form (Griswold, 1994) .
Thinking of hypertext as "cultural object" -more than as a technology and / or medium -means working on it as a construct, investing the term "hypertext" itself with social meanings that cross both the history of hypertext as technological artefact and the history of "hypertextuality" as a theoretical definition of a specific type of text.
From a SST-perspective, the "material" production and adoption of a technological artefact cannot be separated from the discourses and imaginaries that surround it and that, in turn, needs to deal with the various concrete configurations of the technology in itself (see for example Flichy, 1995) . In this perspective the history of hypertext technology and the history of the idea of hypertext in their intermingling become the place of articulation of what Carolyn Marvin (1988) defines the "common sense" of a technology that drives (although not exclusively and not hegemonically) the way in which a new cultural resource is distributed and embedded in society.
After addressing both the history of hypertext as a technological artefact and hypertext theory (and the influences of postmodern literature and the literary avant-gardes on hypertext fiction) the essay will discuss some of the contradictions of that debate still relevant for those interested in participation in and through the media (Carpentier, 2007) in the contemporary cultural environment. There hypertext is nothing more than a curiosity for media archaeologists, while users' participation, spanning from increased interactivity to content generation, has become more present in the literary field -not to mention the artistic field (Graham, 2010) -and definitely common in contemporary cultural scenarios. 
Hypertexts and the "home computer revolution"
The first major area of discourse that built hypertexts as participatory texts is connected with the emergence, in the sixties, of a number of theories and visions on emancipatory and political uses of informatics.
Hypertext is placed within the fundamental intersection (described by Flichy, 1999 Flichy, , 2001 ) between the academic computational culture and Californian countercultures that shaped -well before the material advent of personal computers (Ceruzzi, 1998) and computers networks (Abbate, 1999) -the idea of computers and computer networks as a means of social interaction. These technological developments soon became seen as resources for empowering both individuals and communities.
From Vannevar Bush's (1945) Memex (an analogue mnemonic machine considered to be among the precursors of the hypertext idea) through Douglas Engelbart's oN-Line System (Nyce and Kahn, 1991) from the 1960s, the hypertext associative structure is indeed linked to the idea of mind-machine isomorphism: hypertexts were in fact recognized as sophisticated, interactive "tool for thought" (Rheingold, 2000) empowering personal intellectual performances and creativity.
However, if we look at the social history of hypertextual technology we see that the definition of hypertexts as "tools for thought" (Rheingold, 2000) blurs with another powerful idea that started to spread in the late sixties: the idea of computers as "tools of conviviality" (Pasquali, 2003) . In the developing of hypertexts, a significant role was in fact played by the new cultural climate of the seventies, when computer cultures merged with a broader counter-cultural political framework, with the consequence that computers started to be defined as amplifiers of imagination and as a means of personal and collective emancipation (Levy, 1984; Woolley, 1992) . Close to pacifism, ecology movements, pop culture and the "psychedelic revolution", anti-authoritarian computer subcultures of the west coast positioned themselves against the exclusive connection between computer research and the academic, economic, military and political establishments. The idea was to make technologies accessible, transforming them from "instruments of oppression" into "tools of liberation" for society and of personal creativity. More politically oriented groups, close to the civil rights movements, also played an important role, igniting different projects meant to bring computer resources to communities and the people. Projects like Com-munity Memory -established in 1973 in Berkeley and credited to be the first public, computerized BBS -were designed around the idea of low cost computers as a resource of democratization and civic participation (Crosby, 1995) . Quoting Ivan Illich's (1973) influential book, we might say computers started to be considered "tools of conviviality", extracted (both in their production and use) from technocratic control and incorporated into common people's everyday life. In this complex scenario, mirroring the cultural and political participatory orientation of sixties' counter-cultures and social movements (Carpentier, Dahlgren and Pasquali, 2014) , computers stood for "symbols of hope for a new populism in which citizens would band together to run information resources and local government" (Turkle, 1984: 172) .
Hypertexts were at the very heart of this scenario, thanks to one of its pioneers, Ted Nelson, whose books can be considered a real manifesto of the new convivial sensibility. In The Home Computer Revolution (1977) , for example, Nelson envisioned the advent of direct, immediate, personal and domestic uses of the computer: a new computing era in which interaction was no longer framed in its mere technical dimension, but was conceived in its fully cultural dimension as a form of participation in public life. In Computer Lib/Dream Machine (1974), Nelson had also proclaimed the "liberation" of the computer from big industries control and a computer-enhanced "liberation", and he has defined computers as "dream machines" and as the new frontier of personal freedom and democracy. In Computer Lib, Nelson stated that the importance of computers resides not only in their capacity for calculation, but also in the fact that they would enable new generations of media undertakings with the audience in mind (Wardrip-Fruin and Montfort, 2003: 301) .
These new media experiences should be designed within a radical, open publishing network that Nelson was studying since the mid-sixties when he conceived the Xanadu project (from ST Coleridge's Kubla Khan): a universal publication system (inspired by literary intertextuality) based on computer networks and on digital text with an associative architecture (Nelson, 1990) . The goal of Xanadu was the democratization of knowledge through the expansion of access to information, increased possibilities of interaction with the content, and the possibility for users to participate directly in the creation of new content. To define this project, in 1965, Nelson coined the word "hypertext" (Nelson, 1992) . 
Hyperfiction, interactive fiction and postmodern narrative
Soon after its Apple diffusion to the broader public and its ACM canonization as a specific area of study, hypertext software started to be used in order to write novels and fictional texts. While Michael Joyce's Afternoon (1987 Jackson's Patchwork Girl (1994) , and those collected in the 1991 special issue of the UC Davies creative writing journal Writing on the Edge (Moulthrop, 1991b) , as well as the "constructive" (Joyce, 1988) hypertext novels Hypertext Hotel started by Robert Coover in 1992 /1993 and The Unknown by William Gillespie, Scott Rettberg, Dirk Stratton and Frank Marquardt (1999) .
After the limited but highly significant popularity they gained in the early nineties, hypernovels continued to be produced both offline and on the web, and today hyperfiction is part of the bigger literary field named "electronic literature" 3 . Pieces of hyperfiction were for example published in the Cybertext yearbook [2000] [2001] [2002] [2003] [2004] [2005] [2006] (http://cybertext.hum.jyu.fi/index. php?browsebook=8and), some were included in the Electronic Literature Collection published by Electronic Literature Organization (Hayles et al., 2006; Borràs et al., 2011) , while some others were presented at the Electronic Literature Exhibit at the Modern Language Association 2012 Convention (http:// dtc-wsuv.org/mla2012/). However, within electronic literature, hyperfiction constitutes a very coherent literary corpus (Ensslin, 2007) that has raised its own critical practices devoted to the study of hypernovels within a very broad network of cultural references, both digital and in print.
Even if hyperfiction is much more complex in its textual structure and in the levels of interactivity it allows (Ryan, 2005) , it has been compared, for example, to "interactive fiction": a genre of fictional textuality, whose digital variations had some success in the eighties, based both on the experimentation with human/computer interaction/dialogue and with computer adventure games (Montfort, 2003) . In tracing an archaeology of hypertext as digital text, it is impossible not to mention interactive fiction but if we look at hyperfiction as a literary genre we see a much broader network of cultural references connecting hypertext to a long tradition of literary experimentation in print. On the one side hypertext fiction is connected to the history of combinatory text and to those textgenerating mechanisms (Gitelman, 1999 ) that were very popular in literary avant-gardes back in the fifties and sixties (Bolter, 1991) (Campagnoli and Hersant, 1973; Eruli, 1994) .
In cut-up and combinatory texts, like in hypertexts, the very materiality of the text is up for discussion; quoting Jane Yellowlees Douglas (2000), hyperfiction dialogues with other "books without pages and novels without endings" playing with printed book surface and linearity. Among the authors mentioned in establishing the hypertextual literary tradition one may find Jorge Luis Borges, Italo Calvino, George Perec and the broader (and highly controversial in its definition) field of so-called "postmodern fiction" (McHale, 1987) 4 . More generally, this stance can also be found in the early nineties, during the second wave (Dezeuze, 2010) of attention toward new relations between art, literary text and the audience, which became connected with digital and video art and postmodern culture (Gere and Gardiner 2010) ; this second wave followed the first wave, in the sixties and seventies, of participatory engagement of artistic and literary avant-garde (Popper, 1975) .
In this cultural climate, it is not surprising then that the most important literary acknowledgement to hyperfiction in the nineties was awarded in 1992 when postmodern author Robert Coover reviewed Michal Joyce's Afternoon in The New York Times Book Review: "much of the novel's alleged power", Coover (1992) What in postmodern fiction was evoked by playing with and within the material constraints of printed books, in hypertext fiction was the norm and was embedded in its technological affordances, calling for user activity in order to actualize the different reading paths and plots within the virtual structure of pages and hyperlink of the novel.
Hypertext and post-structural literary theory
Following the popularity gained by hyperfiction in creative writing classes, and the adoption of a hypertextual system as archiving technologies and teaching tools within Humanities departments in the US, hypertexts and hyperfiction came under the focus of literary scholars (Delany and Landow, 1991 Landow, , 1993 .
Semiotics, narratology and reader-response criticism were invoked to frame pragmatic functioning, multilinear plot construction, and reader activity of hypertexts (Aarseth, 1997; Douglas, 2000; Liestøl, 1994; Murray, 1997; CornisPope, 2000) ; it was the meeting of hypertext with post-structuralism, however, that had the biggest impact in structuring the participatory aura of hypertexts. In 1992 George P. Landow published Hypertext: The Convergence of Contemporary Critical Theory and Technology, a very influential book whose opening reads: "when designers of computer software examine the pages of Glas or On Grammatology, they encounter a digitalized, hypertextual Derrida; and when literary theorists examine Literary Machines, they encounter a deconstructionist or poststructuralist Nelson. These shocks of recognition can occur because over the past decade critical theory and computer hypertext, apparently unconnected areas of inquiry, have increasingly converged [...] working often, but not always, in ignorance of each other; writers in these areas offer evidence that provide us a way into the contemporary episteme in the midst of major changes" (1992: 2). According to Landow, hypertext embodies Roland Barthes' (1970) "writerly" text (a text that establishes a multilateral relationship between text and reader, opening the plurality of the language that is traditionally hidden by the material surface of traditional printed text). The reader activity necessary to translate hypertexts from the potentiality of its "virtual" status to an "actual" text (Lévy, 1995) is the ideal answer to Michel Foucault's (1969) reflection on the disciplinary relations between print technology, the oeuvre and authorship. Barthes and Foucault were not the only ones called forth in structuring hypertext theory; in Landow's eclectic book Bachtin's polifony and multivocality are also evoked, and the deconstruction operated by hypertext of the very idea of a textual coherent body is associated to Donna Haraway's (1991) "cyborgs", a metaphor collapsing the technical, with the organic, the mythic, the textual, and the political. In Landow's perspective not only there was a perfect correspondence between hypertext's open textuality and post-structuralism: hypertext was also a participatory tool that could be of high usefulness in the classroom, directly engaging students in literary criticism and theory. In the late eighties he started three hypertext programmes, one devoted to the work of Alfred Tennyson (In memoriam Web), another devoted to Dickens' Great Expectations (the Dickens Web) and a third -a larger, and still running on the internet, project -devoted to Victorian culture (The Victorian web: http://www.victorianweb.org/misc/ vwintro.html).
While Landow (1992 Landow ( , 1994 has probably been the most influential voice in hypertheory, other scholars worked on the convergence between hypertext and post-structuralism. Gregory Ulmer (1990) , for example, wrote a book comparing Jacques Derrida's deconstruction to the fluidity of hypertextual corpora that blurs the distinctions between the text and the different discourses around the text (for instance, critical discourse).
Similarly, Stuart Moulthrop (1991c: 296) defined hypertext as a "deconstructive" technology to be applied to linear texts as a tool to open their inner multiplicity, and elsewhere (1994) described hypertexts in terms of Deleuze and Guattari's rhizome (1980) : a conceptual tool which was used (amongst other applications) for analyzing the constitution and reception of a book that allows for multiple, non-hierarchical entry and exit points in the text.
The politics of hypertexts
In the early nineties hypertexts were among the most frequently cited technologies to talk about the pluralisation of information sources and the increased access for the people (and not only for cultural élites and professionals) to content creation and management.
Hypertext was used in order to develop different projects of social interest within academia and civil society. In one of the first collections of essays devoted to hypertext (Berk and Devlin, 1991) , for instance, we find two hypertexts developed in Canada by local media and devoted respectively to collect information on Hiv and to give useful information to new immigrants in the local area (MacPhail, 1991) . Let's also not forget that in many US universities hypertext was hailed as a device for re-conceiving literary curricula so as to involve students, opening up a space for investigating new connections within the literary corpus, and challenging the naturalised power of the literary canon. Very ambitious under this perspective was The Brown University Women Writer Project developed in collaboration among the University of Pennsylvania, the University of New Hampshire and the Texas A&M. The project, one that is still successfully running, was hypertextual and networked (every workstation was connected to the others via Ethernet), and it was devoted to the collection and the study of the entire female literary production, in English, in the period between 1330 and 1830, aiming to enhance the visibility of women's writing within the academic literary curricula (http://www.wwp.brown.edu). Writing and reading a hypertext, thus, was seen as a political gesture: asking for readers' performances in order to move from virtuality to actuality, hypertext started to be defined as an artefact empowering the reader to subvert the linear text and the author's authority. Within a post-structural and postmodern theoretical framework, such an artefact was claimed to deconstruct and subvert the very roots of power tout court. Hypertexts were claimed to reveal the disciplinary power of authorship, blurring the roles of the author and the reader; deconstructing text linearity, hypertexts were recognised to act upon narrative devices and their teleological order; in dematerializing the text, hypertexts were credited with the power to demystify the taken-for-grantedness of print culture.
In this perspective, hypertext was an example of those artistic forms that shortly afterwards began to be called "relational" art on the basis of the success of the book of Nicolas Bourriaud (1998) in which meaning is elaborated collectively through interpersonal relations, and a truly "convivial" technology (Illich, 1973) , one that not only offers an open access to information but that also enhances the reader participation in the production of the text, undermining a naturalized cultural order -in fact a historical outcome of modernity (Williams, 1976 ) -based on the separation between production and consumption, and between author and reader (Hamilton, 2003) .
Although the development of hypertext technology is firmly connected with the studies of human/computer interaction, the intersection -in the material history of hypertext -of the different discourses that we have seen above has thus loaded hypertexts with a strong participatory dimension that widely transcend the idea of computer interactivity. However, hypertext is also an interactive text 5 , and this circumstance does have some relevance. In hypertext, readers' performativity is situated within a range of choices already made by the hypertext author, and it works within the interactive frame offered by the software. Only starting from a set of given options and abiding to already established interactive patterns (no matter how complex and flexible they are) the reader can structure his/her own choices.
The awareness that the participatory process is structured by hypertext interactivity entails two consequences. On the one side it shows that hypertext provides the very same freedom that was warranted in those artistic and literary works Umberto Eco (1962) named "open works": the possibilities of interaction given to readers and viewers by the works' openness, Eco acknowledged, always operates within a given field of relations, and participation is always given along an "axis spanning the two extremes of constraints and openness" (Dezeuze, 2010: 12) . On the other side, exactly as in other "do-it-yourself " artwork (be it digital or not), in reading a hypertext that participation takes place within an interactive and thus controlled framework. The consonance of hypertexts with post-structuralism has been described primarily in terms of a fulfilment by hypertext technology of post-structuralist theoretical assumptions. As David Bolter (1991: 143) put it: "what is unnatural in print becomes natural in the electronic medium and will soon no longer need saying at all because it can be shown". Despite Bolter's assumptions, if we look at the tension between freedom and control in interactive textuality, it is evident that the goal of post-structuralism is not to subvert the primacy of production in favour of consumption, or the primacy of the author in favour of the reader. On the contrary, post-structuralism's main concern lies in its constant reminding of the fact that power relations are always inscribed in language and texts, and should be deconstructed in reference to specific contexts in which they perform, even when there is a reversal of power relations (from production to consumption) and when, as in hypertext, authors' authority is scaled by readers' performances.
The risks connected to the naturalization of hypertext's interactive structure (and to the betrayal of the post-structuralist ambitions) were evident to (some) scholars addressing hypertheory. Stuart Moulthrop (1991d Moulthrop ( , 1994 for instance spoke of the need to build hypertexts that had in themselves the keys of their own "deconstruction". He exemplifies this practice by looking at John McDaid's Uncle Buddy 's Phantom Funhouse (1991) . In this hyperfiction the tension between the opening / closing of the text is explicitly evoked through a "script" named "Porno Recursion". If activated, this script starts a loop that, in a short time, saturates the RAM, causing the shutdown of the programme and thus forcing the reader to turn off the computer. However, the reader is given the opportunity to consider the sequence of orders and to decide whether to activate the script or not: readers can make sure that nothing happens as long as they do not succumb to the seductive surface of the "Porno Recursion". In Stuart Moulthrop's (1991d: 76, 77) words, the "jump into the infrastructure in Porno Recursion gives hypermedia fiction a critical agenda" and it has the double goal to "spoil our fun, deconstruct its entertainment value, and by extension, to question the value of each 'entertainment' that is based on an interactive system". Undermining the very act of participation, the script thus draws us toward a participatory writing and reading that stimulates the readers reflectivity on their performance, positioning them between their action and the interpretation of the contextual consequences of their actions. In this per-spective, probably, the most important legacy of post-structuralism for a theory of hypertexts (and, more generally, for do-it-yourself art works) can be found in its work against the order of the signified, in favour of the signifier.
In hypertexts, the discursive and material devices that are used to control the text and its interpretations and meanings, are made visible (or at least can be made visible), while the reader participates in the construction / deconstruction of the text. Readers' actions on the surface of the screen (clicking links, following paths, etc.) in hypertext continuously displaces him/her from the content of the text focusing his/her attention at text's structural organization. As Richard Lanham (1989: 5) puts it: "the textual surface is now a malleable and self-conscious one ... [it] has become permanently bi-stable. We are always looking first at it and then through it -at the structure, the design and through it for the story, the concept, the point".
But of course, once again, this is not "natural". It highlights reader reflexivity on his/her reading practices both when s/he is "looking at" the text and when s/he "looks through" the text. Indeed, if on the one side the immersion in the story denies the work needed to produce the text, from the other side the automatic adherence to the patterns of interaction provided by the text itself ends by denying, paradoxically, the very conditions of participation in the production of the text opened by hypertexts.
Conclusion
In 1991 the political agenda, evoked by Stuart Moulthrop, was mainly directed against the seduction of the digital surfaces and the paradoxical "immersive" reading in the mesmerizing combinatory "surface" of postmodern fiction, which might offer, indeed, a perfect expression of Jean Baudrillard's (1981) "hyperreality". Far from being emancipatory and participatory, hypertext might provide the reader with an illusion of autonomy, while actually deeply shaping his/her reading and stifling his/her autonomy in text interpretation. Hypertext (and combinatory text) would be a form of "supervised" literature masked in the demagogic rhetoric of text democratization (Pomian and Souchier, 1988) . In this perspective, hypertext was fully compromised with an issue that was raised more generally in reference to digital art and postmodern literature: they were often blamed for being "neo-conservative" both by artists, literary authors and cultural critics. For example, as pointed out by Dezeuze (2010: 12) , Bruce Nauman's critical position toward those participatory postmodern artistic practices he defined "game playing", involve calling in its own work for the demystification of the illusion of audience participation through artistic environments that were mobilising "devices of confinement, oppression and control". While Hal Foster (1985: xii) , in one of the most influential books on postmodernism, distinguishes between "postmodern reaction" and a "postmodernism of resistance", a counter-practice which on the contrary is "not only against the official culture of modernism but also to the 'false normativity' of a reactionary postmodernism. Not least we must recall Fredric Jameson's (1984) critical definition of postmodernism as the "cultural logic of late capitalism".
Today, screens and virtuality have become a substantial part of everyday life. This implies that the political agenda of digital text should be oriented towards a better understanding of the very conditions and contradiction of participation through interactivity. As we have seen, hypertheory, as well as the practice of writing and reading hypertexts and hyperfiction, have been of significant importance to historically contextualize and theoretically discuss participatory processes in digital writing and within the literary field. Placed at the convergence point of counter-cultures, post-structuralism and postmodern theory, hypertexts could embody a paradigmatic form of convivial and participatory technology.
However, if it is true -as claimed by Landow (1992 Landow ( , 1994 -that hypertext epitomises the convergence between computer science and post-structuralist literary theory, and it is configured as a radically participatory text working on the power inscribed in the language and textuality, it is equally true that this participatory value cannot claim any naturalness whatsoever.
Thanks to the shift they instigate (through the reader performativity) from the content of the text to the very conditions of textual production, hypertexts were theorized as revealing that the strong dichotomy between text production and consumption is a social and discursive constructum, not a datum. However, other scholars argued that this very same convergence between reader perfomativity and the hypertext's open structure should not become taken for granted. Otherwise there is the risk of losing all the demystifying power of hypertext, turning the participatory potentialities of interactivity into tokens of control. This is a risk glimpsed by hypertextual scholars and postmodern cultural analysts twenty years ago. Nowadays, it is seriously taken into consideration by art literary writing: Hypertext and hyperfiction Francesca Pasquali CM : Communication Management Quarterly : Časopis za upravljanje komuniciranjem 30 (2014) 35-54 © 2014 CDC and author(s) scholars who suggest that the participatory art forms and relational aesthetics have become hegemonic (Bishop, 2010) and by contemporary participatory theorists who are debating the risks and opportunities opened by the complex and ambiguous links between interactivity, connectivity (van Dijck, 2013) and participatory practices (Carpentier, 2011; Jenkins and Carpentier, 2013) within a networked society.
